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Abstract 
The paper is aiming to discover the shape of universities’ reactions to imposing a new institutional pattern of structure and  
functioning.  The answer to this question is sought through analyzing of the accreditation process in higher education in Serbia. 
This paper analyzes the way in which universities and faculties reacted to the requirements for implementation of the 
accreditation standards. Research findings have shown that the universities reacted in four basic ways: full implementation; 
modified implementation; partial implementation by elements, time, space, and level; and rejection of implementation.  
 
© 2014 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
Peer-review under responsibility of the Sakarya University. 
Keywords: university; accreditation; institutional theory; institution; higher education 
1. Introduction 
In the second half of the 20th century, the institutional theory emerged in the field of organization, offering a 
completely different explanation of organizations’ structuring in comparison with the then dominant rationalistic 
and objectivistic explanations of organizational theory (Kondra and Hurst 2009; Pedersen and Dobbin 1997, 2006). 
Organizational institutional theory is based on the argument that the structuring and functioning of organization in a 
certain sector is determined by institutions, and not by criteria of technical or economic rationality and efficiency 
(Meyer and Rowan 1977; Di Maggio and Powell 1983; Scot 1987, 2008). Institutions in every sector prescribe the 
institutional pattern of organizing and functioning, and impose it on all organizations within the sector. The basic 
assumption that underlies this argument is that organizations prove their legitimacy in society by obeying 
institutionally imposed pattern of structure and processes, and not by technical or economic efficiency.  
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According to Scott (1987), institutionalization is basically the process of creating and stabilizing of the meaning 
of reality, and institutions are stable systems of social beliefs and rules that govern defining of practices in many 
functional spheres of life. Berger and Luckman (1966) had long ago asserted that behavior of social actors is 
determined by their interpretation of reality that surrounds them, and that they construct that reality in social 
interactions with other social actors. In the process of social constructing of reality, actions of social actors are being 
“infused with value” in order to be imposed as such on other social actors (DiMaggio and Powell 1983). Value of a 
certain pattern of behavior does not at all have to originate from the fact that this pattern constitutes a technically 
rational or economically efficient way of spending of social resources. The institutionalized pattern of behavior is 
valuable because it is generally accepted and because it complies with the shared understandings of reality, and not 
because it is objectively proven to be rational. When a certain rule, structure or process is being institutionalized, it 
is marked by social actors as valuable and legitimate, and therefore all other actors within the sector, in order to 
prove their legitimacy and value, must accept and implement it. The institutionalized patterns of structuring and 
functioning of organizations often have the form of contemporary myths (Meyer and Rowan 1977). There are the 
three basic types of institution that constitute institutional patterns of structure in organizations: regulative, 
normative, and cultural-cognitive (Scott 2008), as well as three mechanisms through which each is imposed on 
organizations: coercive, normative, and mimetic (DiMaggio and Powell 1983). Institutionalized practices are seen as 
natural, the only possible, and therefore legitimate (Oliver 1992). Institutionalized organizational behavior includes 
stable, repetitive, and permanent activities which have meaning and values that surpass their technical goals 
(Jepperson 1991). The consequence of institutionalization in a sector is, therefore, that organizations within it 
become increasingly isomorphic, that is, their structures and way of functioning resemble each other’s more 
(Ashworth, Boyne, Delbridge 2007; Frumkin, Galaskiewicz 2004; DiMaggio and Powell 1983). 
 
It is intriguing that so far, the institutional theory has not dealt much with the issue of the reaction of 
organizations to an imposed institutional pattern (Scott 2008; Edelman 1992; Oliver 1991). The institutional theory 
has offered explanations of the nature, the way of creation, and the way of imposing of the structure and processes’ 
patterns on organizations, but it has not offered much in the explanation of organizations’ reactions to these patterns. 
Still, there are some notable exceptions, starting from Meyer and Rowan’s (1977) concept of decoupling, through 
the works of Oliver (1991, 1992), Edelman (1992), Greenwood and Higings (1996), and Casile and Davis-Blake 
(2005), to the work of Pedersen and Dobbin (2006). In a number of these works, the focus is on factors that direct 
the behavior of organizations faced with the imposed institutionalized pattern, while other works explore precisely 
how organization react to these patterns. This other group of works will be our primary focus of interest. 
 
Using the stated works as a theoretical framework, this paper will explore the reactions of universities and 
faculties in Serbia to the implementation of accreditation standards which have shaped the new institutional pattern 
of structuring and functioning of the Serbian universities and faculties. The key research question of this paper is: 
how do the universities react to the pressures from the institutional environment to accept and implement the new 
institutional pattern of structuring and functioning? The integral part of this question is also the question of the 
available options that the universities and faculties faced with institutional pressure have in accepting this new 
institutional pattern? The aim of this paper is to identify typical reactions of universities and faculties to the pressure 
from institutional environment to implement the institutionalized rules of their structuring and functioning. The 
answer to the research question is obtained by means of empirical analysis of the accreditation process in the higher 
education sector in Serbia in the period from 2006 to 2010. 
 
The paper is organized as follows: first, the theoretical framework, comprising the existing papers focused on 
organizations’ behavior during institutionalized patterns implementation, is presented. Next, the research 
methodology is explained, including the description of the accreditation process in Serbia which served as the 
empiric research framework. This is followed by the research results and discussion. And finally, conclusions are 
made, and directions for further research are defined. 
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2. The literature review 
The idea that organizations do not have to accept and implement the imposed institutional pattern of structure and 
functioning first came from Meyer and Rowan (1977). They noticed that standardized rules of organizations’ 
structuring and functioning can be inconsistent with technical criteria of efficiency, and also too general and 
contradictory, so therefore unacceptable for an organization. In this case, the solution for organizations is 
decoupling, that is, separating the operative, real structure from the formal, institutionalized structure. Formal 
structure proves legitimacy, because it is in conformity with the institutionalized rules, and in reality the practice and 
functioning of organization are in conformity with technical criteria of efficiency. Formal structure is accompanied 
by ceremonies that manifest loyalty to the institutionalized rules, while in reality these rules are not applied, because 
in practice technically effective solutions are being used. 
 
Probably the most comprehensive summary of organizations’ possible reactions to the imposition of institutional 
structures and practices was presented by Oliver (1991). In her view, organizations may react to pressures from the 
institutional environment in five basic ways that vary according to the degree of an organization’s activism: 1) 
conforming, or accepting the requirements and implementing the institutionalized rules, practices, and structures; 2) 
compromise, or obey the institutional requirements but adjusting them to the organization’s own capacities; 3) 
avoidance, or only symbolically accepting and implementing practices and structures, while in reality continuing 
with the existing practices (this corresponds with decoupling); 4) defiance, or publicly refusing to implement the 
institutional patterns of structures and functioning and; 5) manipulation, or trying to influence the institutional 
environment, that is, negotiate and acquire special treatment for the organization that would enable it to not 
implement the institutionalized rules. Which reaction the organization will choose depends on several factors that 
Oliver identified: institutional pattern legitimacy, organization’s dependence of the institution that designs the 
pattern, consistency of the pattern itself with the existing way of structuring and functioning of organization, 
efficiency of control of institutional pattern implementation, and interconnectedness of organizations within a sector. 
 
Pedersen and Dobbin (2006) have analyzed the reactions of business schools to the institutional environment by 
analyzing MBA programs in Europe. Authors have identified four processes that shape those reactions. The first 
process is imitation, and it emerges when one school imitates those that are successful and applies their way of 
organizing. Hybridization is the second process through which school combines the global, accepted model with 
some local elements, thus making a hybrid. Transmutation happens when new meanings are assigned to the existing 
forms and shapes of structure and processes in the school, while the said structure and processes change little or not 
at all. Practically, it is “proclaimed” that the existing structure and processes are harmonized with the institutional 
pattern, which is specifically done through redefining of their meanings, regardless of the reality. Immunization 
emerges when the school’s leaders refuse to implement the institutional model, invoking the tradition and their own 
experiences. 
 
In their research of higher education organizations’ reaction to the accreditation process, which is highly relevant 
for this paper, Casile and Davis-Blake (2002) have shown that, other than acceptance, there are other reactions of 
organizations to institutional requirements. Accreditation is a kind of “rationalized myth” that provides legitimacy to 
business administration schools under investigation. The authors explored how US collegiate business schools 
reacted to accreditation standards. The schools were dissatisfied with both the accreditation standards and the body 
implementing them, since half of them did not manage to get accredited. Due to this, the schools put pressure on the 
accreditation institution by founding a new accreditation body. In response to this, the original accreditation body 
lowered the criteria and paid special attention to loosening the teachers’ academic qualifications requirements. 
Although the factors directing organizations’ response were actually the focus of the authors, their results imply that 
organizations can also impact institutions, and that this is actually one of the possible responses to institutional 
pressures. The key factor that directed the schools’ behavior in the accreditation process was ownership, because 
private and public schools have different sources of financing, they are dependent on the state or market in different 
degree, they also have different degree of power and influence, etc. 
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Edelman (1992) determined that organizations faced with the necessity of implementation certain regulatory 
norms (laws) react by first elaborating their own formal structural arrangements for enforcing laws. They do this 
even when it is not requested by the institutionalized norm. Elaboration of formal structures is, however, useful for 
an organization because the organization in this way symbolically shows that it obeys the law and enforces it. On the 
other hand, elaboration of formal structures enables organization management to construct the meaning of obeying 
and enforcing laws in the way it suits the organization management. The second step is institutionalization of 
structures by means of developing routines in organization’s functioning. The impact of laws on organization’s 
functioning is in this step indeed realized, at least in the smallest possible degree. When structures are once 
developed and when they develop their routines, one part of the law is still enforced and it changes the functioning 
of organization. But this enforcement of the law is modified in such a way that it jeopardizes the interests of 
organization and its management in the least possible degree.  
 
Ashworth, Boyne and Delbridge (2007) have developed a hypothesis that conforming of the organization with 
the institutional pattern requirements can have two possible forms: compliance and convergence. Compliance is the 
process through which organizational characteristics are modified in the direction of increasing compatibility with 
institutionalized pattern. Convergence is a constraining process that forces one unit in a population to resemble other 
units that face the same set of institutionalized rules. Therefore, through the process of compliance, organizations 
directly accept the model of structure and functioning created in the environment, while through convergence they 
indirectly implement the institutionalized pattern following the example of other organizations that have already 
done it through obeying. In both cases, the result is implementation of institutionalized pattern. 
 
In several of their works, done both individually and with their associates, Greenwood and Hinings have 
analyzed the process, factors and results of the implementation of institutional patterns of structures within 
organizations (Hinings, Greenwood 1988; Greenwood, Hinings 1996; Hinings, Greenwood, Reay, Suddabay 2004). 
These institutional patterns are what they call archetypes. When a new archetype is created in a field of organization, 
it is imposed on the organizations in the field. Reactions of organizations may be:  (1) acceptance of the new 
archetype through linear transformation or oscillating dynamics; (2) refusing the new archetype trough inertness or 
“aborted excursion” ; (3) partial implementation of the new archetype through “unfinished journey”.  
 
The review of literature shows that organizations faced with the pressure to apply the institutional pattern of 
structure and functioning can react in several ways. They can obey the institutional environment requirements and 
completely accept and implement the institutionalized rules of structuring and functioning. This kind of 
organization’s reaction is primarily expected and it is in accordance with the institutional theory postulates 
(Ashworth, Boyne, and Delbridge 2007). However, other than acceptance, organizations have other options 
available when reactions to institutional pressures are concerned. First, they can adapt the institutional pattern to 
their own needs and resources, values or interests, and implement thus adjusted pattern. While Oliver (1991) called 
it compromise, this type of organizations’ reaction was named hybridization by Pedersen and Dobbin (2006). 
Second, organizations can pretend to implement the institutional pattern, while in reality they are actually not 
implementing it. This fiction is achieved through symbols, such as rituals, language phrases or material symbols. 
Meyers and Rowan (1977), as well as Edelman (1992) have described this process, while Oliver (1991) called it 
avoidance and Pedersen and Dobbin (2006) named it transmutation. Finally, in certain circumstances, organizations 
can even, openly or covertly and more or less aggressively, refuse to implement the institutional pattern. The 
consequence of this refusal is inertness of the organization (Hinings, Greenwood 1988). Casile and Davis-Blake 
(2002) have also described this scenario, while Pedersen and Dobbin (2006) named it immunization. Oliver (1991) 
has even distinguished two types of refusal: the one accompanied by attempts to impact institutions and the one 
without these attempts. 
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3. The Research Methodology  
The accreditation process in higher education in Serbia represented an excellent research framework for 
exploring the reactions of universities to imposition of a new institutional pattern of structure and functioning in the 
said sector. The higher education sector is one of those sectors in which the influence of institutional environment 
on organizational structure and functioning is very strong (Casile & Davis-Blake 2002). In this sector it is not 
possible to clearly define technical criteria for performance evaluation, so performance of universities is evaluated 
according to the degree in which the institutionalized rules and standards are followed (Frumkin & Galaskiewicz 
2004). The accreditation process is par excellence a process of putting institutional pressure on universities as basic 
units in the higher education sector. Through the accreditation process, one model of functioning of university is 
actually being shaped and institutionalized, and then imposed on all universities.  
 
Accreditation in higher education organizations and study programs in Serbia was first conducted between 2006 
and 2010. Accreditation in higher education in Serbia started in 2006, when the National Council for Higher 
Education (NCHE) and the Commission for Accreditation and Quality Assurance (CAQA) were formed in 
compliance with the Higher Education Act (http://www.parlament.gov.rs). CAQA was formed as an independent 
regulatory body and was comprised of fifteen university professors from all scientific fields. CAQA proposed two 
sets of accreditation standards: one for universities and faculties as higher education organizations, and the other for 
study programs. Both sets of accreditation standards were then adopted by NCHE. According to the Higher 
Education Act these standards are given the power of the law. A positive accreditation decision was the precondition 
for issuing of operating license to a higher education organization by the Serbian Ministry of Education.  
 
Accreditation was conducted at both levels: organizational level and at the level of a particular study program. 
Organizational level of accreditation comprised faculties and integrated universities. The majority of Serbian 
universities are not integrated, which means that they function as loose confederations of independent faculties. 
Although faculties cannot exist outside of university, they are almost completely independent within themselves. 
Therefore, faculty was the basic organizational unit in accreditation. Along with faculties, integrated universities, 
which include no independent faculties but have departments in their structure instead, also constitute organizational 
units subjected to accreditation. They are a recent occurrence in Serbia and they are all private. Accreditation 
standards for faculties and integrated universities consist of 13 sections: the mission and the goals, planning and 
control, organization and management, qualifications of graduated students, scientific research, number and 
competence of teaching staff, number and competence of support personnel, student admission, space and 
equipment, library and informational support, financial resources, quality assurance system, and public relations.  
 
Undergraduate programs, as well as master and PhD programs, have also been accredited in Serbia along with 
universities and faculties and their individual study programs. Therefore, every faculty first had to gain accreditation 
as an institution and then to accredit every of its study programs. Standards for accreditation of study programs 
prescribe the existence of the minimum level of quality of the following: the purpose, the goals, education results 
and students’ competences, curriculum, number and competences of lecturers, evaluation of students, spatial and 
library resources, and the system of quality assurance. 
 
In the period from 2006 to 2010, 220 faculties and universities in Serbia were accredited. In addition, 509 study 
programs for the first level of education, 459 study programs for master studies, as well as 223 study programs for 
PhD studies were accredited. Out of all the institutions that applied for accreditation, 78% were accredited, while out 
of all the study programs that applied, 73% were accredited. The analysis in this paper encompassed only the 
accredited faculties and universities and their accredited study programs. 
 
In Serbia, accreditation standards are formulated so that they ensure two basic goals. The first goal was to ensure 
the quality of the educational process at universities and faculties in Serbia. That is the reason for having prescribed 
standards concerning the minimum number of lecturers, their competences, space, equipment, librarian and IT 
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resources that a faculty or university must have. The second objective of the standards was no less important: 
ensuring that faculties and universities meet demands in higher education set by the Bologna process 
(www.ec.europa.eu/education/higher-education/doc1290_en.htm). Standards for accreditation in Serbia are written in a way that 
mirrors the key elements of higher education defined within the Bologna process. Implementation of these elements 
is designated to develop a model of higher education that can be called “the Bologna model”. For instance, there are 
standards prescribing self-evaluation, students’ mobility, mandatory interactive teaching, evaluation of students 
during classes, number of elective subjects in the curriculum, etc. All 25 standards were mutually consistent, and 
although overlapping, bore the same basic idea. In Serbia, accreditation standards were the rules by whose adoption 
universities and faculties were compelled to accept and implement the Bologna model of higher education. Since the 
universities in Serbia had operated in a traditional way until the beginning of the accreditation period, the 
accreditation standards, focused on implementing the Bologna model of higher education, were quite new for 
universities in the country. By adopting the standards for accreditation as they were formulated, universities and 
faculties in Serbia were supposed to accept and implement a pattern of structure and functioning very different than 
those they had had before. Therefore, in the process of accreditation, universities and faculties in Serbia faced the 
institutional environment requirement to accept a completely new model of structure and functioning. It is very 
important to identify how the higher education organizations reacted to this requirement. 
 
The process of the research contained three steps. First, a detailed analysis of accreditation standards in Serbia, 
which shaped a new institutional pattern of functioning of the universities, was performed. This was accomplished 
by reviewing the accreditation standards published as a public document (http://www.kapk.org). The objective of the 
analysis was to determine the standards whose application would be monitored at faculties and universities in 
Serbia. Reducing the number of the standards to be monitored was necessary, since it would be very difficult to 
monitor the implementation of all 13 standards for faculties and all 12 for study programs. It was therefore 
necessary to select a manageable number of standards of accreditation whose implementation on faculties would be 
analyzable. The criterion for selection of the standards was twofold. On one hand, they had to be the standards 
which bring the key elements of Bologna higher education model to universities in Serbia. On the other hand, they 
had to be the standards whose implementation could be monitored at faculties in Serbia. After a detailed analysis, 
five out of 25 standards were selected to be included in the analysis. Out of those five, two refer to faculties as 
institutions, while three of them concern study programs. This is the list of selected standards:  
x Curriculum: Minimal elements of study program’s curriculum and its compatibility with students’ goals and 
competences are prescribed. 
x Number and competences of lecturers: Number of lecturers in relation to the number of students and the number 
of active classes are prescribed; minimal competency of a lecturer measured in number of relevant references is 
also prescribed. 
x Student assessment: Monitoring and evaluation of students’ work during classes and in the final examination is 
prescribed. 
x Quality assurance system: Necessary elements of self-evaluation system and quality assurance in an institution 
are prescribed.  
x Facilities and technical resources: Minimum space according to number of students and minimum library and IT 
resources are prescribed. 
 
The second step in methodology of this research consisted of choosing samples, or, in other words, selecting the 
faculties and universities where the implementation of the accreditation standards would be monitored. The selected 
faculties and universities were within the field of humanities, particularly from the domain of economics and 
management. There were several reasons for this. Firstly, the author was a member of CAQA, in charge precisely of 
the accreditation process in the domain of economics and management; therefore he had the experience and the 
knowledge about the faculties in this domain. Secondly, the majority of faculties and universities, especially private 
ones, are within this particular domain. Thirdly, it was a commonly held belief that the faculties from this domain 
have the lowest teaching quality; so the most distinctive changes were to be expected there. Twenty faculties and 
integrated universities from different parts of Serbia were selected, and their implementation of the accreditation 
standards was monitored. Among these, 5 were public faculties and 15 were privately held. Seventeen out of 20 
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selected organizations were faculties and the remaining 3 were integrated universities, all 3 of them privately held. 
From each of these 20 schools, a study program in management and economics was chosen. Almost all of the 
selected schools even had several programs in management and economics, but in order to keep the monitoring 
process simple, only one program from each school could be selected. Besides, while implementing the standards of 
accreditation, the schools behaved quite evenly within all the programs. All selected programs were undergraduate 
ones.      
 
Collecting and analysis of data on implementation of the selected accreditation standards within the selected 
higher education institutions constituted the third step in research methodology. Data collecting was conducted 
trough two basic methods. In-depth interviews with managers, lecturers and students at the selected faculties 
constituted the first method. Interviews with the dean, the vice-dean of academic affairs, three lecturers and five 
students were performed at every faculty. That meant 220 interviews in total. The interview questions were focused 
on finding whether elements of the selected standards existed at faculties after the accreditation, and also, whether 
they initiated specific changes within the course of the education process and its outcomes. The second method of 
data collecting involved content analysis of the faculties’ documentation. Documents from before and after 
accreditation were analyzed in order to identify the differences. The list of the analyzed documentation included: 
study program curricula, students’ brochures, self-evaluation and quality assurance policies, statutes, documentation 
on facilities, lists concerning the number of lecturers and their references. Some of the aforementioned documents 
were available on the Internet, and the rest were provided by the faculties themselves. 
 
The research was conducted from October 2010 to October 2012. The implementation of the accreditation 
standards and all the changes that took place within the faculties were monitored in that period. The research results 
consist of findings about real changes brought about by the implementation of the accreditation standards at the 
selected faculties and universities. 
 
4. The Research Results and Discussion  
The research has shown that the universities and faculties in Serbia have exhibited four different reactions to the 
attempt of imposing new institutional pattern through accreditation standards. These reactions mostly match those 
described in the literature (Oliver 1991; Pedersen, Dobbin 2006), although there are some specific qualities that will 
be elaborated. The first type of faculties’ reactions was the acceptance and full implementation of the accreditation 
standards. Some universities and faculties fully accepted and implemented some accreditation standards. The second 
reaction of the universities and faculties was to modify some accreditation standards and then to apply them. The 
third reaction was partial implementation of the accreditation standards. The fourth reaction of universities was 
rejection of the accreditation standards. Universities and faculties in Serbia were selective in the process of 
accreditation. They chose which accreditation standards they would accept and implement, which accreditation 
standards they would implement in a modified version and which only partially, and, finally, which accreditation 
standards they would completely refuse to implement. The consequence of this is that no accreditation standard was 
implemented by all the universities and faculties. On the other hand, no university or faculty had implemented all 
the accreditation standards. Summary overview of 20 faculties’ and universities’ reactions to implementation of 5 
accreditation standards is presented in the following table:  
 
Table 1. Universities’ reactions to implementation of selected accreditation standards 
Reactions  
Standards 
Full implementation  Modified 
implementation 
Partial 
implementation  
Rejection of 
implementation  
Total 
Curriculum  5 10 4 1 20 
Lecturers 3 12 2 3 20 
Student 
assessments 
7 5 4 4 20 
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Quality assurance  2 7 9 2 20 
Spatial and 
technical 
resources 
6 8 4 2 20 
Total 23 42 23 12 100 
Percent 23% 42% 23% 12% 100% 
 
Full implementation of the accreditation standards means that faculties have implemented requirements contained 
in the standards in practice. In such cases, universities and faculties did not merely meet the accreditation standards 
on paper at the time of application for accreditation, but proceeded to meet them by implementing the requirements 
contained in the standards in a longer period after gaining the accreditation. This type of reaction of higher 
education organizations in Serbia is in compliance with the basic postulates of the institutional organizational 
theory, and it is completely expected. Oliver (1991) describes it as conforming. Full implementation of the 
accreditation standards induces significant reforms on faculties and universities. However, the analysis has shown 
the full implementation of the accreditation standards on faculties and universities in Serbia to be relatively rare. The 
curricula were genuinely and permanently changed to adapt to accreditation standards in only 5 out of 20 study 
programs at the same number of universities or faculties. In two years after the accreditation, the number of lecturers 
and their competences was found to be in full accordance with the standards at only 3 out of 20 faculties or 
universities. Among higher education organizations in Serbia, among all the standards, student evaluation standards 
were the ones that were most widely met to full extent. It was found that the evaluation method had been thoroughly 
adapted according to accreditation standards and their demands in 7 out of 20 study programs. However, in only 2 
out of 20 higher education organizations in Serbia, the development of quality assurance system was entirely carried 
out by the accreditation standards. Finally, 6 out of 20 faculties or universities were managing their facilities and 
equipment in accordance with the accreditation standards. The analysis resulted in the conclusion that 23% of 5 
standards at 20 faculties and universities were fully implemented.  
 
Modified implementation of institutionalized standards indicates that, prior to implementing them, a university 
modifies them to a certain degree and adjusts them to its own resources, its existing structures and processes, its 
perception of technical rationality and, finally, to the interests of the ruling coalition. It is this type of reaction that 
Oliver (1991) calls compromise, while Pedersen and Dobbin (2006) call it hybridisation. Edelman’s (1992) 
description of an organization’s behaviour during law enforcement also matches this type of reaction.  Modification 
of the accreditation standards happened, for example, at the University of Belgrade when it comes to standards of 
defining the competence of the faculty members who teach PhD courses or who can be mentors for PhD 
dissertations. This particular competence is, for the first time in Serbia, being defined by accreditation standards 
based on the number of articles published in journals from SCI list. However, University of Belgrade has simply 
decreased the number of published articles required as a minimum condition for teaching staff and mentors from 5 
to 3, and applied the standard modified in such a way in practice. After the accreditation process, 10 out of 20 
researched study programs had their curriculum in accordance with new standards, but those standards were not 
original but modified ones. As for the lecturers, before the implementation, standards concerning their number and 
competences were modified at 12 out of 20 faculties and universities monitored. Seven out of 20 institutions had the 
standards of quality assurance system implemented, but modified according to their own perception of the optimum. 
A similar occurrence took place with the facilities and equipment standards, since 8 out of 20 faculties or 
universities implemented “their own” standard, which differed from the original. 
 
Partial implementation of institutionalized standards, structures and processes means that a university does accept 
and implement institutional demands coming from the organizational field it is a part of, but does so only partially, 
not completely. This type of organization’s reaction to institutional pattern is, in large part, new and so far it has not 
been recorded in the literature. Namely, there are several modalities of partial implementation of institutionalized 
standards: a) by elements: some elements of the standards are implemented, while others are not; b) by time: a 
standard is applied for some time, and then its application gradually decreases, and in the end the standard is 
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completely abandoned; c) by organizational parts: the university, more or less, fully implements the institutionalized 
model in some of its departments, while avoiding its implementation in other departments, especially if they are 
territorially separated from the headquarters; d) by levels – symbolic implementation: the standards are not in fact 
being implemented, but universities deliberately design and present symbols like rituals, terms, artefacts, which 
serve the purpose of convincing the external institutions that the university has indeed accepted and implemented the 
required structures and processes even though there have been no changes in the way of structuring and functioning 
of the university. Good examples for the symbolic implementation of standards are ritualized student polls at some 
universities, which only serve to fake the process of teaching staff evaluation without a real effect. The first three 
types of partial implementation, by elements, by time and by parts, are new in the literature. The last type of partial 
implementation of institutional pattern, symbolic implementation, has already been described in the literature. This 
reaction of organizations to institutional pressure is what Meyer and Rowan (1977) called decoupling. Also, Oliver 
(1991) has identified this type of reaction as avoidance, and Pedersen and Dobbin (2006) have recognized it as 
transmutation. Partial implementation usually implied significantly reduced implementation of accreditation 
standards and induced even lesser changes than the previous modification of standards. When it comes to the quality 
assurance system, partial implementation of standards was the most common case. Quality assurance standards were 
implemented partially and in a different manner at almost half of the institutions. For instance, particular system 
elements have been developed at some universities and faculties, while other elements, also requested by the 
standards, simply were not developed; for example, a teacher evaluation survey for students took place, but no self-
evaluation report needed to be made. Some of the universities and faculties implemented this standard only 
symbolically – by performing the ritual of preparing and publishing self-evaluation reports with no actual 
consequences or results of any kind. Some faculties conducted the process of self-evaluation reporting only in the 
year of their application for accreditation, and ceased to do so since. Finally, at some universities, quality assurance 
system is implemented only at headquarters, and not at their dislocated departments.  
 
The final type of the universities’ reactions to the pressure from institutional environment to accept the 
accreditation standards is rejection of their implementation. As it is described in the literature, rejection had, more or 
less, passive or active form which manifested as: ignoring, passive rejection, active rejection or attack, and it was 
even manifested as an attempt to control the CAQA as an institution which implements the standards (Oliver 1991; 
Casile Davis-Blake 2005). Some universities in Serbia have simply decided to enroll students above the quota 
allowed by accreditation, or have simply to enroll students whose applications were denied to study programs. 
Rejection, as a reaction of a university or a faculty, is only possible in the case when the university has gained the 
greatest autonomy with respect to institutional environment. As a rule, universities use this autonomy in order to 
block the changes that are being imposed on them by the institutional environment. Among the standards, student 
evaluation standards are the ones that are most often entirely rejected, as is the case with 4 universities and faculties. 
Student evaluation during classes is the most rejected element – instead of its implementation, the former practices 
of evaluating students with only one final exam (usually oral) is still the case.  
 
5. Conclusions, Limitations and Directions for Further Research 
The research of reactions of universities and faculties in Serbia to imposing of institutional pattern of structure 
and functioning through accreditation process has confirmed the so far identified patterns of organizations’ behavior 
when faced with institutional environment requirements. Faced with the institutional accreditation standards, the 
faculties and universities in Serbia have reacted in four ways that have mainly been already described in the 
literature (Meyer, Rowan 1977; Oliver 1991; Edelman 1992; Casile, Davis-Blake, 2002; Pedersen and Dobbin 
2006). The reactions of higher education organizations in Serbia that could have been assumed based on the findings 
of the institutional organization theory are full implementation, modified implementation, rejection of 
implementation, as well as symbolic partial implementation. Partial implementation by elements of content, by time 
and by parts was also the universities and faculties’ reaction to imposition of the accreditation standards, but it has 
not been described in the literature so far. The general conclusion is that organizations are everything but helpless 
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and forced to accept and implement the institutionalized patterns of structure and functioning imposed by the 
institutional environment. 
 
This paper has a number of limitations, especially with respect to the methodology. It is basically a multiple case 
study analysis, and there are significant limitations with regard to generalization of the conclusions. Also, the 
collecting of data on reactions of Serbian universities to accreditation standards and their implementation was 
mostly based on interviews, which in itself has certain limitations with regard to subjectivity of both the interviewer 
and the interviewee.  
 
The important issue which has been dealt with in the literature, but which was not a part of this research and 
remains open for some new researches, is the following: Which factors determine the reactions of organizations to 
imposing of institutionalized patterns from the environment? What does it depend on whether the organization will 
fully implement the pattern, or it will implement it in the modified form, or it will partially implement it or it will 
not implement it at all? In the case of accreditation process in higher education in Serbia, the question is: which 
factors determine universities and faculties’ reactions to accreditation standards?  
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